The human race appears to be passing through a dark hour. We can detect this through a continuous sense of uneasiness brought about by the lack of political leadership in various countries around the globe, the precarious economies, the ever present regional wars and threats of global wars, the everlooming calamities brought about by climate change and pollution, as well as through the rising far-right ideologies and the evidence of crimes against children perpetuated in families, and in religious, educational, sports and voluntary institutions. To be fair, this is not the first time that humanity has experienced a crisis. Even a scant knowledge of history is sufficient to demonstrate that during various moments in time, humanity passed through innumerable dark hours.
Darkness arises from the fragile nature of humanity. Precisely because humans are fallible beings, they are capable of the most atrocious acts which are not only the result of short sightedness but also the direct consequence of fear, greed, hatred and egocentrism. However, we should also be reminded that just as much as humans are capable of horrible things, they are also able to do great things, which include not only ingenuity and invention but above all those acts that are guided by love and compassion. Humans are continuously required to struggle against individual and collective demons. It is for this reason that human communities in diverse contexts have resorted to symbols present in rituals and stories that remind them that hope, goodness and happiness are possible and can be achieved if we strive for them. Likewise, every time a person or couple commits to raising a child in this world, they are investing in hope and are gambling in favour of a life worth living.
Studying and promoting children's spirituality is one way of turning on the light. Without forgetting that spirituality may also manifest our dark side, literature continuously reveals that spirituality is intrinsically linked to wellbeing, peacefulness, solidarity, wisdom, compassion, creativity, wonder, and the enjoyment and cultivation of beauty and goodness, among other things.
Spirituality is intrinsically tied to our being human. The very fact that children are spiritual beings calls upon all societies to acknowledge, respect, safeguard and foster this human dimension. As scholars working in various fields, including the caring professions, education, health, religious and social sciences, we are duty-bound to continue to research the meaning and dynamics of children's and adolescents' spirituality and to show how to protect it and nurture it. This is done in the knowledge that we would be contributing to the betterment not only of individual lives but also of humanity as a whole.
The community of scholars studying this area is relatively small, yet there are various studies that have left a positive impact on our students and in various professional and religious communities and that may still influence the lives of many more children and young people. Suffice to recall the many studies that have shown the centrality of relationality, the pervasiveness of spirituality that transcends religious beliefs and includes non-believers, and how humans, from a very young age, strive to make meaning. The implications of such studies are far reaching, and not only for those who directly work with children. These studies are also an eye-opener on the nature of humanity and are a guide on how to live well. This is so because the study of spirituality and in particular, the study of children's spirituality, is not disconnected from the realities that are at the core of our daily activities and from our being human. To think dualistically, separating the mundane from the spiritual, leads to a fragmented personhood and incomplete life. It is indeed through the study of, and commitment towards this area and towards the younger generations that we can sustain hope and ward off the darkness brought about by our fragility.
The late David Hay, to mention but one of our past contributors, has frequently admonished about the harm that individualism may cause (Hay 2000; Hay and Nye, 2006) . By being aware of this and by devising ways of protecting and nourishing children's natural relational nature, we are contributing to keeping darkness at bay.
To a certain extent, we are not doing or saying anything totally new. The same concerns, questions and beliefs that spur us are the same concerns, questions and beliefs that spurred so many others pertaining to previous generations to commit themselves to the study and promotion of spirituality and the well-being of children. For instance, already in the fourth century, the Christian bishop of Constantinople, John Chrysostom admonished parents, as the primary educators, to take care of the spiritual and moral upbringing of children (see for instance the translation of his homilies and treatise on parenting published in 1986, 1951 and 1889). He insisted that disregarding children's spiritual upbringing leads to the downfall of society. He went as far as to state that neglecting this aspect from the child's upbringing is tantamount to murder.
In this knowledge, we strive through study to keep the light on, to deepen our understanding and to point it out to our colleagues, students and communities since we are aware that, as the fictitious character Professor Dumbledore rightly said, it is important 'to fight and fight again, and keep fighting, for only then can evil be kept at bay, though never quite eradicated. . .' (Rowling 2005, 601) .
